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Collaborative learning opportunities possible in online environments are increasingly becoming part of 
the learning experiences of students in schools and universities. This chapter illustrates, using examples, 
how an online environment was used to connect students with the wider profession before practicum 
placement; connect people across geographic distances; expose students to ‘real’ (not ‘constructed’) 
problems; facilitate the formulation of workable solutions; enable individuals to bring forth their own 
concerns and ideas and dialogue asynchronously; and engage in meaningful participation, even without 
the prompting of assessment. The analysis will demonstrate that online collaboration of this kind may 
provide an opportunity for students to explore and negotiate fundamental values and beliefs about 
teaching in a public arena, finding ways to articulate emotional responses to difficult issues that they are 
likely to face when entering their future workplaces. 
In this chapter, we define a form of collaborative learning that results from a dialogue between 
two or more people, in relation to a specific problem or issue. For the purposes of the analysis, 
‘dialogue’ occurs when individual students exchange newly forming ideas, which may be factual, 
speculative, practical or impractical, in a collaborative process leading to the development of 
internalized solutions. In this respect ‘dialogue’ is distinguished from the typical ‘discussion’ – the 
explication of factual information that occurs in the course of most formal education – due to its 
intrinsically collaborative nature. During collaboration, students search for learning, constructing 
understanding through social processes and achieving richer and longer-lasting insights than would 
otherwise be possible (Barab & Duffy, 2000; Jonassen et al., 1999; Palloff & Pratt, 2001; Slotte & 
Tynjälä, 2005). Collaborative learning assists in the development of communication and interpersonal 
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skills (Kember, 2009), and the benefits of collaboration can be exploited in a ‘real world’ or online 
learning environment as demonstrated in this chapter. 
Recently, educators have made use of new technology to redesign learning environments in 
which students engage in authentic tasks online (Bennett, 2004). In this new breed of learning 
environment, constructivist philosophy and theories of problem-based learning (Savery & Duffy, 1996) 
and situated cognition (McLellan, 1996) guide the development of activities that engage students in 
complex and self-directed processes requiring creative problem-solving, collaboration and the 
application of theoretical knowledge in a systematic fashion (McCurdy & Schroeder, 2006). University 
students who collaborate online to solve authentic problems experience greater opportunities for 
reflection and dialogue (Garcia & Roblin, 2007) and produce better quality projects (Thompson & Ku, 
2006). Arguably, the collaborative aspects of both problem-based learning and Work-Integrated 
Learning can be utilized in an online environment specifically designed to better prepare pre-service 
music teachers.  
The online collaboration in this context draws on theories of problem-based learning (PBL) and 
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL). In PBL, students apply theoretical knowledge, often collaboratively, 
to a purpose-built, simulated problem. PBL has been applied across disciplines since the early 1960s to 
facilitate authentic learning (Hill & Smith, 2005) and leads students towards engaging in analysis, 
critical thinking and self-direction (Kek & Huijser, 2011). It encourages exploration and reflection, 
provides a context for scaffolding and is student-centred – facilitating independent practice and 
increasing capacity to adapt to a range of professional contexts (Hill & Smith, 2005). However, PBL in 
current teacher education largely involves simulated scenarios. Thus, while it clearly forms an essential 
part of pre-service training, it cannot expose students to the subtle complexities of real-life teaching. 
WIL directly exposes students to ‘real-world’ contexts effectively bridging the theory–practice 
divide. Traditional practicum placements facilitate peer collaboration (Draper & Hitchcock, 2006; 
Reeves et al., 2002), engage students in professional networks (Resnick, 1988) and expose them to 
complex and multidimensional problems that require construction of understanding (Sternberg et al., 
1993) and the investment of time in resolution (Reeves et al., 2002). Practicum placements situate 
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students in the workplace where they can observe the skills modelled by working music teachers and 
develop relevant professional expertise. However, practicum placements have significant drawbacks as 
contextualized learning opportunities. They typically occur at the end of university training, limiting 
their capacity to complement initial theory-based course work. Time limits the number of contexts in 
which students can practically be engaged, and the quality of the experience is dependent on a range of 
factors ranging from student anxiety in responding to the ‘messy’ and high-pressured environment of 
the classroom, to supervisor experience and capability. Practica typically involve grading, which may 
limit the likelihood that pre- and post-service teachers will use this opportunity to collaborate. In 
addition, regardless of the quality of their practicum placement, teachers tend to experience significant 
anxiety in their early career (Grudnoff, 2011). 
Context of this Study 
In the first decade of the new millennium, music teacher education received significant public attention 
in Australia. This was particularly evidenced by the National Review of School Music Education 
(Pascoe et al., 2005), the report from the National Music Workshop (Australian Music Association, 
2007), and the report from the National Review of Teacher Education (Standing Committee on 
Education and Vocational Training, 2007). Ballantyne’s (2007b) research raised questions and proposed 
recommendations for implementing effective music teacher education – in particular that it should be 
integrated, contextualized and continue beyond the point of graduation. These discussions mirrored calls 
across disciplines for the integration of theoretical pedagogy with authentic activities to replicate 
realistic contexts (Bennett et al., 2002). 
For pre-service music teachers, the divide between university learning and the realities of the 
workplace looms large. Research suggests that pre-service teachers lack sufficient opportunities to 
engage with schools as teachers leading to simplistic notions of realistic contexts (Campbell & 
Thompson, 2003). This lack of exposure to the realities of the classroom at the pre-service stage is 
directly correlated with praxis shock and high incidence of ‘burnout’ amongst music teachers 
(Ballantyne, 2007a). 
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Given the myriad of potential contexts facing future music teachers, it can be difficult to expose 
students to each and every potential teaching situation prior to graduation. Rather, it is preferable to 
provide pre-service students with the skills for and experience of solving problems in a range of 
contexts in order to develops skills that may be transferable to other contexts beyond graduation. 
Teacher educators are challenged to design learning that caters for the multiple contexts and disparate 
professional roles that pre-service teachers are likely to encounter when they leave the ‘safety’ of 
universities. In response to this challenge in one Australian context, an online learning environment was 
designed to expose students directly to the realities of classroom teaching, across a myriad of ‘real-
world’ contexts, taking advantage of the many benefits of rich, collaborative learning. 
Description of the Online Learning Environment 
During 2007 and 2008, academics from four Australian universities (Griffith University, the University 
of Tasmania, the University of Southern Queensland and Charles Sturt University) developed a 
collaborative, online learning resource in a project called ‘Music Teachers Oz’ (MTO). By the end of 
the MTO project, over 2000 university students, academics, teachers, researchers and interested 
members of the public were regularly using the MTO website. Universities were free to engage with the 
site in whatever way they felt most appropriate for their students. Although most chose to have students 
responding to the case studies online, some used the case studies as in-class discussion prompts. Some 
academics chose to assess students’ engagement online, whilst others suggested that students engage 
with the site in order to understand their future contexts better. In other cases, students used the online 
collaboration as training for dealing collaboratively with ‘real’ problems to assist them in analysing and 
responding to other case studies (which were assessed). Some parts of the website were open to the 
public. In particular, a general discussion board (not dealing with case studies), and four case studies 
that did not feature videos of students were also open to the public. 
Central to this online environment were 15 unscripted case studies featuring teachers outlining 
real problems occurring in their classrooms and schools, together with descriptions of their context and 
other aspects relevant to a thorough understanding of their context. These case studies were not 
‘constructed’ by the researchers. Rather, teachers were actively encouraged to share the most salient, 
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current challenges with which they struggled. Underlying this learning design was the intention to better 
align the formal setting, in which theory-based learning typically occurs, with the complex, 
collaborative and multifaceted ‘real world’ in which pre-service music teachers must eventually 
function. 
Content analysis of the case studies revealed four discrete themes present across the case studies. 
These were ‘learning design’ (incorporating problems relating to achieving specific learning aims), 
‘integration’ (dealing with issues associated with merging music and general classroom objectives), 
‘logistics’ (incorporating problems relating to the practical aspects of teaching including behaviour 
management, planning and developing lessons and resources, and dealing with unusual or difficult 
teaching contexts), and ‘ethics’ (dealing with ethical dilemmas occurring in the professional context). 
These four themes were not found in all case studies, but at least one of the group was present in each 
case study – either in isolation or in combination with another. 
The online environment was structured around each of these case studies, and each case study had 
a discussion board attached to it, to enable students to explore collaboratively and eventually solve the 
‘problem’ posed by the teachers. The teachers featured in the case studies also had access to these 
discussions, and were invited to participate – few did. New discussion boards were created for each 
semester of study, so that students who were new to the website would be able to explore the problems 
from the beginning, rather than joining discussions that had been going for more than six months (for 
further descriptions of the project see Ballantyne, Barrett et al., 2009; Ballantyne, Harrison et al., 2009). 
By engaging with the case studies and associated discussion boards, students collaborated in 
myriad ways. Some felt comfortable beginning new threads of discussion, whilst others held back until 
discussions began before joining. Some were better at ‘listening to’ (reading and considering) others’ 
words and responding constructively, whilst others tended to post their own thoughts irrespective of 
what had occurred previously. In this project, it seemed that the online environment mimicked the many 
ways that people interact in other contexts, both in face-to-face and online environments. 
We suspect that the ways that different students were introduced to the site influenced, at least 
initially, the nature of their interaction both with the site and with other collaborators. In particular some 
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student cohorts had specific assessment requirements relating to their responses. For example, students 
at one particular university were individually marked on their response to a selected case study. These 
students tended not to engage in debate, discussion and dialogue, preferring rather to post an extended 
individual response to the problem. These students’ responses were not counted as ‘collaborative 
responses’ for the purposes of this chapter. 
It is typical of the richness of online collaboration that the way students collaborated was difficult 
to predict. Over the two years of the project, there were more than 700 examples of collaborative 
responses to the case studies. In viewing the data for this chapter, we have selected examples of 
different approaches to online collaborative learning in response to three of the case studies (more were 
not possible because of space limitations). These case studies were selected for further analysis as they 
represented three different types of ‘problem’ and together exemplify the four themes. Of these one 
presented a single-faceted problem (Barbara), and one was relatively complex (Colleen), involving three 
of the four themes and a context likely to be unfamiliar to many students (that is, a remote, Indigenous 
school) with aspects of the problem presented from the perspective of the early-career teacher, 
community, student and school principal. The third case study (Olive) deals with the challenging theme 
of integration between specialists and generalists in the school environment. These case studies were 
chosen to highlight some of the issues covered by the MTO learning resources, as well as to further 
explicate the application of themes to contexts. 
Within these case studies, we selected three summarized snapshot examples of student dialogue. 
These selected dialogues provide examples of graded and ungraded, formal and informal, social and 
academic, and expert and student-led collaborations. All these factors impact on the type and quality of 
collaboration (for example, see MacDonald, 2003; Redmond & Lock, 2006; Salmoni & Gonzalez, 
2008; Thompson & Ku, 2006). 
At this stage, we stress that whilst it might be tempting to categorize possible responses into 
‘types’, this arguably limits readers in their capacity to use a project such as this to inspire better 
learning design. As Stake explains, in this chapter we employ a ‘valid modification of generalization’ 
(1995: 8), in that the intention is not to place boundaries around the possibilities of collaboration and 
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computer technologies. Rather, by outlining a few unique cases of collaboration, the authors hope to 
increase the confidence of readers in establishing similar learning opportunities – in applying assertions 
drawn in response to these unique examples fruitfully to other learning and teaching contexts.  
The MTO project has emphatically demonstrated that when students, teachers and academics 
collaborate using the media of the internet, a myriad of potential learning interactions can be inspired. 
These potentialities are highlighted in the following dialogues. 
Dialogue 1: Exposing Students to Unusual Contexts 
While early-career music teachers in Australia may be called upon to adapt to geographically remote 
and culturally unusual teaching environments, they are less likely to be exposed to these during the 
course of training, which typically occurs on campus in universities located around metropolitan 
centres. Several of the MTO case studies outlined contexts that students would be very unlikely to 
encounter in the course of pre-service education. 
In one such study, Colleen, a school principal in a remote, Indigenous school, outlined a complex 
and multifaceted problem encompassing logistical challenges (for example, cultural challenges of 
teaching Indigenous students, professional isolation, lack of continuity for students based on high 
teacher turnover, and challenges in building rapport with students and the community), issues of 
learning design (that is, how to be flexible in meeting curriculum), and ethical dilemmas (that is, how 
new teachers respond to culturally based differences in expectations that have an impact on attendance 
and the relationship between school teachers and members of the Indigenous community). Over the 
course of the MTO project, this case study prompted over 60 collaborative dialogues across institutions, 
the application of creative and varied resources to solving problems and the development of both simple 
and complex solutions. The dialogue shown in Figure 1 outlines how students used the collaborative 
process to enrich comprehension of the more subtle aspects of an unusual context. 
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Step One: Using Collaboration and the Internet: Suggesting some simple solutions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step Two: Finding Demographic Information about the School   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mary picked this up immediately and 
comments that: “teachers find it easiest to 
teach children who are similar to themselves, 
especially in terms of culture and language”.   
She also uses reference books to back up her 
opinion and suggests an induction programme 
for new teachers to educate them about local 
culture and help them avoid the use of 
pedagogic strategies which may “work in the 
cities” but not in a remote context.   
 
Sean, adds to the dialogue, by commenting on the need to learn 
more facts about the case study context. Using an internet search, he 
found out specific details about the case study school, including 
numbers of students, year levels, teachers/teacher’s aides to student 
ratios, geographical situation.  He quotes from a textbook that 
stressed the importance of understanding the students and comments 
that this would be difficult for new teachers. 
Jessica and Mary begin with some accurate, conservative summaries of the problem, making 
tentative comments about the importance of music, the role of arts in increasing student 
attendance and their thoughts on reasons behind staff attrition in a remote, Indigenous 
community.  They draw on personal opinions, much conjecture, are very confident and do lots 
of "quoting the authorities".  They agree that teachers were professionally isolated in the case 
study context.       
  
 
Jessica then makes a passing comment that an online 
database in which teachers could collect resources and 
be prepared for the "on-the-spot" lesson planning might 
help new teachers be better prepared in a situation such 
as that outlined in the case study.   
  
 
Bel, enters the collaboration, having 
searched the internet and found two 
relevant websites.   
Mary also searched and found a 
website specifically focused on 
teaching and learning music in 
Indigenous communities in Australia.  
She shares this resource.     
   9 
Step Three: Thinking “Practically”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step Four: After Collaboration, Discussion and Use of Sources: “Suggesting Some 
Complex Solutions”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bel, who is following this interchange, starts to think about “culture” and adds to an earlier 
comment that Sean provided: though the school is in the state of New South Wales (NSW) and 
thus eight hours drive from the capital, Sydney, it is only two to three hours drive from a large 
town in the nearby state of Queensland (QLD) and thus closer to the educational jurisdiction of 
QLD.  She provides OECD (2005) as an authority for the lack of teacher mobility between 
educational jurisdictions and makes the observation that it would be sensible to recruit teachers 
from QLD, rather than from NSW.   
 
Bel observes that discontinuity of staff and 
the lack of involvement of generalist 
teachers in teaching music and arts could 
be addressed by: “hiring a suitable 
community member to assist in specific 
music classes if a specialist teacher is not 
obtained immediately”.   
 
Jessica supports this with some common 
sense reasoning: having a community 
member at school may increase 
legitimacy; students may have higher 
levels of respect for members of their own 
community.  Jessica suggests that this 
person should function as a teacher’s aide, 
though, rather than a teacher.   
 
Bel searches for an “academic source” 
and comes up with a study by Sara 
(2004) who found that indigenous 
teacher’s aides in a similar remote, 
Indigenous community were so 
successful that many become qualified 
teachers through the “Remote Area 
Teacher Education Programme”.  Her 
search brings to the dialogue a useful 
fact, providing participants with a good 
piece of “practical” knowledge.  
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Figure 5.1 Colleen 
In a country where early-career teachers may be exposed to the professional, logistic and personal 
challenges of geographical isolation in their first years, the MTO project provided exposure to a 
teaching environment unlikely to be encountered in the course of practical placement. In this example, 
the online environment exposed students to this context and catalysed collaboration – facilitating 
opinion formation and preparation of resources to support early-career practice in remote and rural 
schools. 
Dialogue 2: ‘Peer’ Collaboration between Teacher and Student 
Collaboration with a more experienced participant facilitates rich learning (Redmond & Lock, 2006), an 
opportunity provided to students in the next case study. Barbara, a generalist early-childhood teacher 
with 15 years’ experience, undergoing postgraduate study, outlined a realistic problem requiring 
practical and creative input from students to respond to a specific question of learning design – 
incorporating musical themes into generalist curricula. In responding, students dialogued directly with 
Barbara to discuss and evaluate solutions. Barbara, the more experienced participant, is freed from the 
constraints of the ‘evaluator’ role and contributes briefly as a peer. As the dialogue shown in Figure 5.2 
indicates, the ‘expert’ can simply ‘be present’ in the discussion without substantial input for varied and 
creative student thinking to occur. 
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Step One: Collaboration Across Professional Levels: An experienced teacher and pre-
service teachers discuss the case-study based on their varied practical experiences   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.  
 
 
 
 
 
Step Two: “My Prac Experience”: evaluating the problem based on practical experiences  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Susan opens the discussion relating Barbara’s problem and setting to a previous practical.   
“I spent two weeks with a preschool group while on prac and quickly learnt that they become very engaged in 
hands on activities. . . Could we incorporate music problem solving into these methods of learning?”  
She provides a specific example of having children match sounds with instruments.  She asks Barbara for her 
evaluation of this tentative solution, eliciting a specific learning opportunity.   
“There are so many facets to music; so what are the best areas for this age group?” 
Barbara responds, affirming Susan’s solution as 
workable.  Barbara discusses Susan’s solution, 
making practical suggestions for application in the 
classroom and encouraging her “good thinking”  
“You are so right – this age group thrives with 
hands on activities”  
She goes on to answer Susan’s question specifically 
(e.g., suggesting that music be combined with 
movement, colour and exercises about mood and 
feelings).   
 
This prompts Susan to apply an academic 
source (i.e., she quotes from a book she 
recently read).  Based on the interaction she 
proposes a creative solution to applying 
music to other aspects of curriculum (e.g., 
having children integrate music with story 
and composition).   
 
 
The discussion encourages other 
participants.  Rachel enters the 
conversation, noting her intention to apply 
one of Barbara’s suggestions during her 
next practicum. 
Rachel and another participant Jenny both note 
that the current problem and discussion are 
exposing them to an unfamiliar situation (e.g., 
“my prac experience was similar to yours 
Rachel”).  The students explicitly encourage 
collaboration as a means of addressing the 
unfamiliarity of Barbara’s problem, questioning: 
“what does everyone else think?”    
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Step Three: Participants Are Inspired: Six solutions and two challenges introduced 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Step Four: For Future Reference  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Madeleine enters the 
conversation 
Between them, Madeleine, Susan and Jenny generate and evaluate 
three additional suggestions (e.g., combining music with computer 
usage, making instruments, and hand/rhythm as a means of behavioural 
management).   
Sandra, having noted the suggestions, foresees a 
practical challenge (e.g., some students may need 
additional learning time with musical concepts 
before experimenting and problem solving).   
Evelyn enters the discussion and adds 
another suggestion, based on a previous 
practical experience (i.e., “. . .I have 
worked with children on a learning centre 
that had a tape player with environmental 
sounds on it, the child places a picture of 
what they think the sound is onto a board. 
. .” ), and a suggestion for combining 
music with literacy (i.e., “. . . singing 
through their literacy lesson while 
learning the alphabet”).   
Leslie joins making another suggestion (e.g., “I 
thought it might be good to set up an interest corner 
that has pictures, books and perhaps a real size 
instrument. . . .” 
Lorraine and Nerrin join the discussion, introducing two more 
challenges.  Lorraine notes the need to be clear with students 
about the dual learning outcomes:  
“. . .  if a task. . . is not followed by the learning outcomes that 
were achieved, then often the children become unaware of the 
purpose of the game”  
And Nerrin notes the need to manage various personalities in 
the classroom while engaging in active, music-related tasks: 
“I feel that some children’s personalities would be limiting . . . 
some are shy and on the other hand some are overwhelming.  
How would a teacher deal with this level . . . in the class?”   
, 
Lee and Jason both join the discussion reiterating variations on the theme of combining music with story-
telling.  Jason shares a specific learning resource and encourages others to share practical resources of their 
own (e.g., “I was just wondering if anyone new [sic] of any other books . . . with a related song?”)    
 
Nerrin’s reply indicates a commitment to future collaboration:  
“. . . I am sure that they are out there, we just need to ask more questions. . .to . . . music teachers in the 
schools and also our colleague teachers.  There is a fountain of information out there we just need to tap 
into it.”    
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Figure 5.2 Barbara 
In this dialogue, 11 students collaborated with each other, in the context of the ‘quiet’ presence of 
an experienced teacher. Students applied academic resources to finding solutions and they were 
emboldened to use their own previous experiences in a practical context. With the support of Barbara, a 
simple question of learning design prompted a dialogue around complex and challenging themes, 
incorporating behaviour management, student personalities, scaffolding and time and resource 
constraints. Students demonstrated creativity (proposing at least seven unique solutions), and a practical 
focus (considering and addressing limitations and challenges). The online environment provided a 
fruitful forum in which students were freed to think creatively while the more experienced practitioner 
played a supportive role, rather than the arguably more limiting role of ‘expert’. 
Dialogue 3: Preparing for the ‘One-Man-Band’ 
Physical and professional isolation, high workload and multiple responsibilities over and above 
classroom teaching (for example, extra-curricular music programmes), contribute to praxis shock for at 
least some early-career music teachers (Ballantyne, 2007a). These challenges are exacerbated because 
early-career teachers do not anticipate the ‘sink or swim’ realities of their professional roles.  
Olive’s case study directly addressed some of the unique challenges faced by music teachers by 
requesting students to consider the divide between specialist and generalist teachers. Olive, a specialist 
music teacher with 18 years’ teaching experience as a secondary, primary and early-childhood teacher, 
outlined a problem about learning design and integration as a music specialist. Students were asked to 
help Olive address the challenge of integrating music with the generalist curricula and working with 
generalist teachers (that is, ‘ways that you can work with the classroom teacher and open up 
discussion’). 
Over the course of the MTO project, students’ views about the generalist–specialist divide 
outlined by Olive inevitably differed and collaborators were able to explore themes deeply and develop 
honest personal appraisals through conflict resolution. In the dialogue shown in Figure 5.3 views differ, 
allowing students to experience conflict and practise achieving consensus in the relative safety of the 
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online environment. The dialogue demonstrates ungraded interaction, which arguably freed students to 
negotiate genuine, internalized opinions, without the distraction of searching for the ‘right answer’. 
Step One: An Alternate View  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step Two: “Wow Chloe, I’m not entirely sure how to respond”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step Three: When People Get Emotional, They Are Taking about Values Stuff  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step Four: Picking up Chloe’s Original Theme  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While previous discussions assumed that the “right” solution to Olive’s problem was to integrate music into the 
generalist classroom Chloe, took a different approach.  Commenting as a generalist pre-service teacher with 
knowledge of music, she queries:  
“Is it fair to say, ‘yes music is good but only if it helps me teach another subject so all my students can 
understand?’”  
Further on in her post she makes the point more emphatically stating:  
“. . . I think music should be taught in the music class not integration.  Learning process or not music is an art 
form that isn’t a tool for learning, it is something to learn.”   
 
Terry replies with an honest admission of her 
uncertainty, followed very quickly by an equally 
“honest” evaluation of her own capacity to use music in 
her future generalist classroom (i.e., “I wouldn’t 
presume to teach music in my classroom”) and an 
elaboration of her previous points on the value and 
applicability of music as a learning tool (i.e., “I agree, 
but I don’t agree . . .it is a unit to learn AND a way of 
learning”).  
 
Cara further adds to the complexity 
of the debate by citing Gardner’s 
theory of intelligences as support for 
the application of “learning with 
music” to the generalist classroom: 
“Don’t children usually learn their 
times tables using songs?”   
Cara and Kelly both note the role of “getting emotional” in 
forming clear and well argued opinions on the topic:  
“Yes your posting certainly fired me up, but I believe this is 
good” (Cara)  
“I think it is wonderful how this forum has stirred emotions 
which have contributed to a very healthy debate.”  (Kelly)  
 
Chloe’s original theme is re-visited by Terry who refers to all the group participants and notes 
her belief that integrating musical content (learning with music) into the generalist’s classroom 
seems more practical than integrating generalist content into music classes (i.e., where learning 
about music is presumably occurring).  She writes:   
“I would be more inclined to take music outside, rather than to bring too much in.”   
She remarks on the practical challenges of “clutter”, the need to minimise the risk of “losing 
value” and the specialist’s crucial role in providing discipline specific information, rather than 
assisting the generalist to teach content.  She reiterates communication, collaborative planning 
and teamwork as being central to the specialist-generalist relationship.   
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Figure 5.3 Olive 
Students engaged in this dialogue felt the ‘bite’ of emotional truth, facilitating some genuine 
opinion-forming around a potentially sensitive topic. This dialogue exemplified conflict management – 
students were unsupervised and managed to reach amicable and professional consensus, practising skills 
in collaboration essential in the post-registration world. 
Discussion 
Collaborative learning is not in and of itself a new thing (Davies, 2009). In an age characterized by 
increasing uptake of technology, the collaborative online environment arguably offers a valuable 
complement to ‘real-world’, work-integrated and simulated problem-based learning designs. The 
current chapter outlines examples of the possibilities available to educators when new and traditional 
learning designs are integrated. 
The success of a project such as MTO hinged on several factors – first and foremost the 
willingness of teachers to speak, with openness, of the complex and multifaceted problems faced in the 
real world of the classroom. Authentic problems were vital to the success of the MTO learning design 
and case studies were unconstructed, unscripted and ‘raw’. Students who used the MTO resource were 
exposed to the messiness of real life, across multiple contexts, in a less embedded context than 
practicum placements, and sometimes without the impediment of being graded. As an added benefit, the 
MTO cases were used in conjunction with theory-driven traditional class work. Finally, by virtue of the 
relative accessibility of the online environment, collaboration occurred across vast geographical 
distances, allowing pre-service teachers to develop familiarity with the online learning environment, a 
significant protector against future professional isolation (Kao et al., 2011) and build networks across 
the country. 
The MTO project, as an example of online collaboration, is proposed as an adjunct to the more 
traditional practicum and problem-based learning designs. In this context, pre-service teachers can use a 
process of ‘collegial consultation’ (Cain, 2011) to develop solutions, discuss reasons, agree, disagree 
and ultimately grapple with ‘real-world’ concepts earlier in their careers – going some way towards 
inoculating against the inevitability of praxis shock. 
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Challenges are inherent in any multifaceted learning design and, primarily for the MTO project, 
the case studies and the collaborations are not specifically reproducible. However, similar kinds of 
environments – collaborative, online learning environments based around unconstructed problems from 
the classroom that allow students to think critically and develop solutions to facilitate best practice 
when faced with a range of future contexts – can be replicated in other environments and in other 
spaces. Thus, the current chapter refers to the particularities of each dialogue, rather than the 
generalizabilities (Stake, 1995). 
Conclusions 
The task of developing effective ways to integrate ‘real-world’ experiences into tertiary teaching 
remains a significant challenge for music-teacher educators who seek to prepare pre-service music 
teachers for the realities of their profession. The MTO project attempted to address these issues by using 
collaboration, in an online learning environment modeled according to theories of problem-based and 
work-integrated learning. In outlining the dialogues in this chapter, we have sought to highlight some of 
the ways that students can navigate an environment, building lifelong learning skills and strategies from 
early exposure to unfamiliar contexts and problems within a supportive, ‘safe’ environment. With the 
essential catalyst of ‘real-world’ problems, students can be encouraged to think deeply and creatively 
about future issues in their practice. As the dialogues demonstrate, the ‘space’ to be objective leads to 
thinking critically, pre-empting the need to ‘think on their feet’ and arguably better developing the 
professional skills valued in experienced practitioners. 
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